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Kennerly: The Democrat

THE DEMOCRAT
by A RTHUR KENNERLY

F

The Tallahassee Democrat
has been the major newspaper of the capital city of Florida. * In the half-century since it first appeared, the newspaper
has frequently changed its “face” and has been challenged by
several short-lived local rival publications. But no matter how
much opposition it has had and regardless of how many readers
curse it, The Democrat has survived and prospered.
It started back in the horse-and-buggy days of 1905 when
John G. Collins was the editor and publisher of the predecessor
of the current newspaper.
On March 3, 1905, the first issue of The Weekly True
Democrat rolled off the press as an eight-page, tabloid-size newspaper with five columns of type, and a “patent inside” sectionthat is, the four inside pages were printed in another part of the
country by a news syndicate and shipped each week to the local
paper containing state and national news. Front-page stories in
that first issue included the acquittal of Charles Swayne, U. S.
District Judge, of Pensacola, on impeachment charges in Washington, D. C., announcement of a Florida Press Association meeting
in Lake City, and a column of comments from other newspapers
concerning the founding of The Weekly True Democrat. On
page two of the first issue were editorials and a letter to the
editor from the fishing village of Panacea Springs which claimed
hunting had not been good that year due to the bad weather.
The newspaper noted the preceding winter had been the “severest
winter for many years . . . if, indeed, not the severest ever
known.” Advertisers included J. D. Cays’feed and sales stable,
F. C. Cole’s confectionery and grocery store, S. P. Rozear’s
plumbing establishment, Miss Adele Gerard’s shop for millinery,
neckwear, gloves and fancy work materials, and Duval Brothers,
who took out a half-page notice that listed their store as “pioneer
cash merchants” in Tallahassee.
A native of Monticello, near Tallahassee, Collins entered
journalism through the back shop as a printer, as did most
OR MORE THAN FIFTY YEARS

* Sources for this paper are articles in The Tallahassee Democrat of
March 3, 18, 19, 20, 1955.
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editors of his day. About 1883 Collins had become associated
with Newton M. Brown in the publication of The Floridian, a
Tallahassee newspaper which ceased publication around 1900.
One historian has called The Floridian “the most influential paper
in Florida for a half-century.” Just prior to the establishment
of The Weekly True Democrat by Collins, two other newspapers,
The Tallahasseean and The Capital, had merged into one publication, thus leaving room for another newspaper to be created.
Old pictures of Collins show him as a man with an appearance
typical of his era, complete with mustache and slight sideburns.
There was no such thing as a wire service (AP, UP, and
INS) when the first issue of the Collins newspaper was published. News which could not be obtained locally or from “correspondents” in surrounding communities was clipped from other
newspapers and credited to them. Published every Friday morning, the newspaper cost one dollar “in advance” for a yearly
subscription. The first subscriber was J. W. Dollar, “a wellknown resident of Leon County.” Collins placed on the masthead of his newspaper the motto “Good government; honesty in
public office; equal justice to all - special privileges to none.”
Headlines were used sparingly and were usually not much larger
than the letters used in the body of the news articles. Page one
generally featured a column entitled “Doings At the State Capitol,” listing appointments of the government and official actions
taken by the governor and the various state departments.
Collins gave his newspaper a heritage of forthright journalism. Old-timers in Tallahassee recall Collins as a soft-spoken
man, conventional in dress and manners, but who did not hesitate to take sides in various state and local issues that arose. He
stormed constantly at politicians. He stoutly defended southern
traditions. In the first issue of The Weekly True Democrat
Collins leveled his editorial wrath at Harvard College’s President Eliot for criticizing the South and urging Southerners to
treat Negro problems in the “sane and intelligent fashion” of
Bermuda. Collins countered Eliot’s statements by editorializing
that “it would do President Eliot and his kind incalculable good
to travel a little and learn something of conditions existing in
their own country before presuming to instruct and advise those
who know much more than themselves.”
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At the time Collins was editor, the Civil War had been over
only about forty years and the United States government was
just returning to the southern states the Confederate battleflags
captured in battle. Always ready to promote the South, Collins
less than a month after the Eliot criticism reprinted an editorial
from The Cincinnati Enquirer which said “take back your (Confederate) battleflags brethren of the South! We yield them to
your keeping willingly and gladly. They were ours by the fortunes of war; they are yours by the right of magnificent courage
with which you defended them.”
Often at odds with Florida Governor Napoleon Bonaparte
Broward (1905-1909), Collins once wrote that “Governor
Broward and the administration gang seem to have been very
‘obfuscated’” in the appointment of a certain judge. He also
criticized the governor for his stand on Everglades drainage
and bitterly attacked a governor-sponsored bill to establish the
state military headquarters at St. Augustine rather than in Tallahassee. Later when Broward ran for the United States Senate,
the newspaper called Broward “the principal joke of the senatorial campaign.”
The editor kept things hot for only four years. In the November 6, 1908, issue of the newspaper Collins announced his
retirement as editor and publisher due to ill health from the
effects of “La Grippe.” Later on he worked at the state comptroller’s office. He died in 1919 in Tallahassee at the age of
sixty-six.
Milton A. Smith bought The Weekly True Democrat from
Collins and soon transformed it into a twice-weekly publication
and later on made it a daily.
Tallahassee was known as a newspaper “graveyard” when
Smith purchased the local sheet. The city’s first newspaper
appeared in 1825 not long after the community was organized,
and since that time at least ten other newspapers had started
publication and eventually passed out of existence. The Floridian
had been the most hardy of the pre- Democrat newspapers, lasting seventy-two years through frontier days, the Civil War, and
Reconstruction. Smith was aware of the history of Tallahassee
newspapers, but he dug in and steered the local newspaper
through twenty-one years of good and bad times.
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The new editor-publisher had once operated a newspaper in
Anniston, Alabama, called The Hot Blast. The newspaper got
its name from nearby iron-smelting works and not because of its
editorial policies. From the very first Smith wanted to make
the Tallahassee newspaper a daily publication. He eventually
made it a semi-weekly, then for a brief time it was tri-weekly,
and in August of 1914 he came out with The Daily Democrat,
Tallahassee’s first full time daily.
Smith’s widow, who lives at 408 West College Avenue,
remembers those days when Tallahassee was a staid, sleepy,
little country town. But folks liked Tallahassee the way it was,
even though traveling salesmen passing through the town on
the train would jestingly rise in the aisles. of the train’s coaches
when the train approached Tallahassee and say to all present:
‘Take off your hats in the presence of the dead.” Electric lights
had just been installed when the Smiths moved into the town.
Unlike today, the newspaper Smiths for many years were the
only Smiths in town with a telephone. Mrs. Smith said Collins’
old printing office was located where Carter’s Sporting Goods is
now located. She said her husband moved the newspaper to new
offices next door in the building now known as the Daffin Building, in the 100 block of North Adams Street. Next to the newspaper office was a livery stable.
Soliciting for advertising, writing editorials, and bookkeeping
for the newspaper were all handled personally by Smith. Type
was set by hand in the early days of Smith’s venture. Newspapers
were mailed to subscribers, not delivered by newsboys. Later
when he started printing his newspaper daily, Smith hired boys
to deliver the subscribers’ copies to their homes.
News traveled slowly back in the days before World War I.
But when some big news did reach Tallahassee, newspaper
“extras” were a common mode of getting the news out on the
streets. Once during World War I, the station agent at the railroad depot telephoned the Smith residence early one morning
and reported excitedly that the war was over. Smith rushed to
his office and started rolling off an “extra” about the end of the
war. It was only after the newspapers had been delivered that the
report was found to be a false alarm.
Financial difficulties caught up with Smith in the 1920’s.
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In 1929 he sold The Daily Democrat to Colonel Lloyd C. Griscom. Smith died in 1935.
Wealthy Colonel Griscom bought the struggling little newspaper in the year the great depression began. Griscom said the
little daily had a circulation of only 1,500 and was slowly
starving to death from a lack of financial food even though it
was the town’s only newspaper. Griscom was urged by some
public-spirited citizens to purchase the newspaper and revive it.
He took their advice and proceeded to lose $25,000 a year for
the first three years as he tried to modernize the publication
while the whole nation bogged down into the depression. But
Griscom said recently that “this paper has since prospered to a
degree far exceeding our hopes.”
A transplanted Yankee who spends his winters in Tallahassee
and his summers in New England and New York, Colonel Griscom is now eighty-five years old, has owned the newspaper for
twenty-nine years, and is currently chairman of its board. He
lives in Tallahassee at Luna Plantation north of the city. His
family has maintained a plantation home in Leon County for
about fifty-seven years. His parents owned the old Horseshoe
Plantation, which was divided into Horseshoe, Luna, Water
Oak, and Bull Run plantations.
The son of a shipping magnate, Griscom entered the University of Pennsylvania at the age of fourteen. “I put on my
first pair of long trousers for my first lecture at the university,”
he said. When he was fifteen years old, he started a small newspaper in Haverford, Pennsylvania, where he lived and hired
his father’s coachman as circulation and advertising manager.
The coachman was a good salesman. He called on all the merchants with whom the Griscom household dealt and sold them
advertising space in the young publisher’s newspaper. The
comparative success of the publication kindled a journalistic
spark in the boy.
Colonel Griscom has led a many-faceted life that entitled
him to be known at various times as an attorney, a soldier, a
writer, a dramatist, a career diplomat, a sportsman, and a business executive. He was once United States ambassador to Italy.
When he decided to leave his ambassadorial post and return to
the United States to enter the newspaper business, the king and
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queen of Italy reportedly half-jestingly asked him to hold open a
journalistic job for them “in case we should get turned out of
here [Italy].” It so happened that the royal couple were eventually “turned out” by Mussolini.
After purchasing The Democrat, Col. Griscom spruced up
its appearance and staffed it with trained journalists. Two years
after World War II ended, the newspaper changed its name to
The Tallahassee Democrat, moved into a new building, and increased its circulation and appeal by installing a new and larger
press and modern printing equipment. Today The Democrat has
a circulation of about twenty to thirty thousand that extends into
a dozen North Florida counties. It has been generally conservative
and orthodox in appearance and editorial opinion in the years
that Griscom has owned it and gears its articles for a family
audience of readers.
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